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Book summary 
 
Safety and permanency have long been the two primary outcomes used to measure the success of 
child welfare services. The Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) of 1997 added well-being as the 
third outcome. This book acknowledges that it is “common sense” to add well-being as a desired 
outcome, but when you take a step beyond common sense and begin to define well-being, 
dilemmas emerge.  As the authors state, well-being is a “much broader concept, influenced by 
factors that are often beyond the direct control of parents” and beyond the scope of child welfare 
services’ resources and practice (p.3). 
 
The authors identify one main, overarching barrier to improving well-being of youth in care – the 
disregard of developmental theory when addressing dilemmas such as lack of effective 
interventions, lack of collaboration with other systems, inflexible funding sources, and conflicting 
policies and rules.  The book attempts to clearly define each of these dilemmas and offer 
developmentally-sensitive resolutions.  
  
The authors begin by looking at well-being from the bio-ecological/ life course perspective and 
public health perspective.   
 
From the bio-ecological/life course perspective, well-being is a relative estimate of how a child is 
doing given certain assumptions and prior knowledge about his or her developmental path (p.23).  
In other words, when you determine where a child is “at” you must look at where they started.   
 
Looking at child well-being from a public health perspective puts greater emphasis on preventive 
strategies, analysis of population-level risks important for understanding basic etiology, and offers 
opportunity to observe and interpret the interaction between underlying conditions and the 
organization of services.   
 
Epidemiology of Maltreatment and Placement 
 
 The authors analyzed data from the following sources: 

 National Child Abuse and neglect System (NCANDS) 
 National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being (NSCAW) 
 Multistate Foster Care Data Archive (FCDA) 

 
  



Because of the focus on developmentally-sensitive interventions, the authors looked for age-based 
patterns (p.53) in the data.  They found this very difficult because of the lack of uniformity of 
service delivery.  The data did reveal some interesting information:  

 The most common form of substantiated maltreatment was neglect (57.2%). Physical 
abuse was second at 18.6 %, and less than 10 % of maltreatment was identified as sexual 
abuse (p.62). A “sizable proportion” of children who come into contact with the child 
welfare system do so because of their behavior, not maltreatment (p.85). 

 Children under one are at the highest risk of maltreatment, and the risk declines with age.  
 75% of adolescents identified through these databases live in group homes, which have not 

proven to reduce behavior problems (p.85). 
 “Aged-based differences in the likelihood of placement in foster care are essentially the 

same, regardless of race and or ethnicity “(p.95).  The data shows the same patterns 
regardless of poverty level, too.  

 
Child Welfare Services in a Developmental Context 
 
Child welfare agencies serve three developmentally distinct populations:  

 Starting out (fully dependent – most likely to be reported as maltreated and have severe 
consequences, most likely to be placed in foster care and adopted),  

 Starting school (indifferences more pronounced, increased competency but still vulnerable, 
begin to exhibit mental health difficulties)  

 Starting adolescence (independence, broad development)  
 
If we can examine these populations and find patterns, we can begin tailoring interventions 
specific to the developmental needs of the children in these three groups.  Some of these patterns 
have already been identified.   
 
The authors advocate for an evidence-based approach to identifying developmentally appropriate 
interventions that focus on prevention.   The belief is that preventive interventions save money in 
the long-term because the intervention occurs early in the child’s life and has great influence on 
the developmental trajectory.  However, these long-term cost savings are difficult to measure; 
therefore agencies shy away from them and focus on treatment after the fact.   
 
The authors recap the dilemmas in the final chapter and offer their solutions: 
 
Lack of effective interventions 
 
The authors did an extensive review of the research on current interventions and found empirical 
evidence regarding the effectiveness of early intervention programs (for infants, toddlers, and 
preschoolers) are “sorely lacking” (p.125) and does not have a strong theoretical base.   
 
  



An evidence-based approach to identifying developmentally appropriate interventions is needed.  
Research shows effective prevention programs should: 

 happen on a weekly basis (which is hard to do with high risk families) 
 be long term (6 months to 2 years) 
 occur prenatally or in early infancy 
 be carried out by a professional rather than a paraprofessional 
 meet the developmental needs of the child and the specific needs of the family 
 be comprehensive 
 have an active and experiential ongoing evaluation component for ongoing enhancement  

 
Lack of collaboration with other systems  
 
As previously mentioned, child welfare cannot alone assure a child’s well-being.  The authors 
believe well-being is shorthand for health, education, and mental health, and these factors are 
beyond the scope of the child welfare system.  They suggest the outcomes for child welfare be:  
“achieving safety and permanency and ensuring the child welfare system engages in the education, 
health, and mental heath systems.”    
 
Inflexible funding sources/Conflicting policies and rules  
 
The authors give two examples of laws and policies that can compromise state’s efforts in 
providing developmentally appropriate services: 

 ASFA’s requirement for agencies to seek permanent custody if a child has been in care for 
15 of the most recent 22 months does not take into account the age of the child when he 
entered care or the developmental progress he has made since entering care.     

 Title IV funds reimburse agencies for “one day in foster care.”   If agencies implement 
evidence-based, developmentally-sensitive preventive interventions, the number of 
children in care will decrease and they will likely lose funding.   

 
Current laws and policies need to incorporate the idea of developmentally sensitive interventions 
and measures of success.   
 
While child welfare alone cannot assure well-being, it can have a positive impact by:  
 Securing safe and stable families for children 
 Being a child’s strongest advocate to make sure the child’s needs are met through behavioral 

health, health care, education and other systems 
 Systematically researching and developing new, developmentally-sensitive approaches to 

service  
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